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Introduction 

The chosen research topic title is “What are the effects of digital transformation on businesses?”. This qualitative research question sets out to investigate the effects of digital transformation on business externally and internally, some of the research objectives are to: asses the effects it will have on organisational structures within the business, evaluate the effects it will have on social and economic factors in businesses. Look at the effects it will have on how businesses interact with customers and competitors and propose the effects that future digital transformation may have on business. The aim of the research is to gain an insight into how digital transformation is affecting businesses and certain sectors of those businesses and the possible effects it may have in the future. 

This area of study was chosen due to my positionality as a student studying business and personal interest in how businesses are having to change and adopt new ways of successfully functioning, due to the rapid rate that the digital world is transforming at. The need to embrace these digital changes is becoming increasingly important for businesses to be able to keep up with their competitors and grow their profit margins as stated below. 

Digital transformation is changing the way businesses are run making them step back and reconsider how things are performed externally and internally, making this topic of research increasingly relevant today. According to the Harvard Business school report 2016 businesses which embraced digital transformation saw a 55% growth in their gross margins over three years (Editor’s choice, 2019). Businesses are having to embrace the digital transformations to enable them to keep up with their competitors and meet the changing marketing requirements which enable the business to run. 

Literature review

Technological transformation started affecting businesses back in the first industrial revolution in 1790, when water and steam power was first used in production, it has continued to transform and change businesses since. The third industrial revolution being the digital revolution where electronics were introduced (Schwab, 2016). Since then, digital transformation has continued to develop at an increasingly fast pace and effected businesses and their workings and will continue to do so. 

Diffusion of innovation theory was created in 1962 by Rogers et al and it aims to understand how innovations become established and what contributes to their diffusion (Rogers et al, 2019). This model helps businesses to gauge the success of a new product before it launches, the theory can help businesses decide on whether they adopt any new digital transformations within their businesses. Businesses can do this by adopting the innovation decision process which consist of five stages and enables businesses to reduce any uncertainty about new innovations (Ismail, 2006). 

According to a study carried out by MIT (2013), firms which have adopted digital transformation and have digitally matured their businesses are 26% more successful than their competitors. This showing the negative effect that not moving and changing with the digital transformation can have on a business and its workings. 

Another study found a positive effect of the digital transformation was that operational efficiency improved by 40% and the ability to meet customer needs improved by 35% (Berry, 2021). These statistics show that digital transformation does influence businesses and their internal and external workings, making this topic of research relevant to today. The research will aim to build on the previous findings by investigating further, what effects this transformation is having on businesses and how it has developed further since previous research was undertaken. 

With the increasing rate of digital transformation, a fourth industrial revolution is on the horizon, this means that software and computers will be able to think for themselves, the introduction of artificial intelligence. This digital transformation of artificial intelligence will have a huge effect on businesses, their organisational structures, the way they interact with customers and competitors and will impact social and economic factors relating to businesses, whether this be a positive or negative effect. The fourth industrial revolution is affecting every industry and creating changes within these industries (Hoque, 2019) therefore, this research study aims to build on the current research into what affects future digital transformation may hold for businesses. 

Methodological approach

A phenomenology method will be used using a small sample of participants who have witnessed the effects of digital transformation on businesses. “Phenomenology aims at gaining a deeper understanding of the nature or meaning of our everyday experiences” (Swinton & Mowat, 2016). Phenomenology was selected because the research aims to gather data on the participants about the phenomenon of the effects that digital transformation is having on businesses now and in the future. 

The chosen research approach is qualitative research as this will provide information which will meet the aims of the study. Qualitative research was designed to help the researcher understand people and their actions, it was first developed in the social sciences to enable the researchers to study social phenomena (Myers, 2019). Quantitative research however collects and analyses numerical data. An advantage of qualitative research over quantitative research is that qualitative is more flexible, if the participants answer does not fit the expectation of the researcher, then this is just as valuable as if it did fit the expectations, unlike in quantitative research (Vaughan, 2021). A disadvantage to qualitative research is that it can be time consuming with multiple sessions needed in some circumstances to ensure that the data collected is rich and authentic, unlike with quantitative research where surveys can be used meaning a larger sample can be obtained and less time is needed to engage with participants (Gaille, 2018). 

To ensure that ethical standards are complied with each interviewee will be given an ethics form before the interviews take place. This will detail the research topic, how data will be used and describe how their identity will remain anonymous and how their data will be protected. A consent form will also be given to the participants to sign to agree to take part in the research. 

Purposed data collection procedure 

For this research, the data will be collected by undertaking one to one interviews of participants who have experienced the phenomenon being investigated. A one-to-one interview method has been selected rather than focus groups, because richer data can be obtained as there is only one participant to focus on, and no influence can come from other participants creating participant bias, unlike in a focus group (Maheshwari, 2019). The interviews will be recorded and then accurately transcribed into a word document. 

The questions used within the interview will be semi structured to reflect the aims of the main research question, ensuring validity of the interviews and that no information that is not relevant to the question is included in the data. A semi structured format was selected due to its nature of being flexible and interactive, it allows for free respondes from the interviewee but ensures that the topic is not strayed away from (Kakilla, 2021). The questions will be pre-planned and kept the same for each participant ensuring validity of the results. The interviews will be undertaken in a convenient context which is comfortable for all the participants allowing them to focus directly on the interview with no distractions, this will also enable for each participant to have the same controlled environment so that no bias takes place.  

Purposive sampling will be used to obtain a sample of 10 participants. Purposive sampling is a form of non-probability sampling. The advantages to using purposive sampling is that participants are selected upon judgement and purpose of the study. This enables the collection of relevant data to the research question as participants are selected who have experienced the phenomenon (Groenewald, 2004). 

The research aims to use a subjective ontology approach, as it looks at the perceptions of participants on the effects that digital transformation is having on businesses. The analysis approach which is outlined below follows an interpretivist epistemology approach as the data collected within the interviews will be interpreted by the researcher (O’Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015).

The reliability of research is how credible the findings are, threats to reliability include biases, these biases can come from either the researcher or the participant (Saunders et al, 2007). To avoid any question order bias the questions will be asked in the same order for each participant. The questions will be placed in an order which the previous question does not influence the answer to the next question. To avoid an acquisition bias the questions will be designed in a way which does not imply there is a right or wrong answer, so that the participants don’t answer in a fashion they think the researcher wants them to. By avoiding this bias then the results obtained will be more reliable.

Planned data analysis and presentation 

The research will use a six-step thematic analysis method developed by Braun & Clarke. For step one the interviews will be transcribed, and initial codes will be discovered. For step two interesting data will be coded in a systematic way collating data from across the data set to the relevant theme. The third step will gather all the data which is relevant to each of the themes. Fourth step is to check that the chosen themes work with the coded extract. The fifth step will refine these themes and generate names for each theme. This data will be displayed in a table to enable the final step which analyses the themes which have been discussed relating them back to the question (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This analysis method was chosen because of the nature of the method, it is a flexible analysis method which provides rich and complex accounts of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

The questions within the semi structured interviews will aim to answer the main research questions and the objectives of the research, this will be achieved by allowing for some free conversation but ensuring that the question is not strayed from using the pre-planned questions. 

Research planning and ethics

· Limitations 

Limitations of the study may be that the sample size is too small and therefore it can’t be generalised to a wider population. Another limitation may be that a purposive sampling method was used meaning the participants were selected by the researcher, this could mean there was some bias in the selection of participants therefore the results are not generalisable to the wider population. 

An additional limitation to the study will be accessing the sample participants and organising the interviews to comply with the time constraints of the study. The questions used within the research need to be pre-planned and not leading, avoiding any researcher bias that may occur if the questions were not pre-planned. Since the interviews will be interpreted by the researcher caution must be taken as there is possible researcher bias affecting the validity of the data. 

· Ethical considerations

Ethics focuses on providing a set of guidelines for researchers to follow which are concerned with how people should act, behaviour is assessed in terms of right and wrong (Rogelberg, 2022). Unethical practice within research can be detrimental to the data obtained and can lead to invalid results. 

Each participant will be given a consent form and appropriate time to read and sign any documents. The aims of the researcher will be clearly stated and the ethical standards which have been followed will be outlined. The consent form will inform participants that their identity will remain anonymous, and they have the right to withdraw from the research at any point. The information and data obtained from the interviews will remain confidential and will not be shared with any of the other participants this will ensure that the results remain credible. 

· Research stages, and time management

There are many stages to carry out this research after the research proposal these are displayed in the Gantt chart below, which outlines all the steps with an estimated time frame for each step to be completed in starting from October 2022 through to May 2023. 
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· Budget and resources

Resources needed to carry out this research topic:

· Controlled environment with no distractions for interviews to take place.
· Voice recorder to record the interviews.
· A computer with software to transcribe the interviews.
· Ethics forms.
· Consent forms.
· Research materials to cross analyse findings from other studies.
· Prewritten questions. 

Budgeting: 

The budget needs to include any travel and subsistence required by either interviewer or interviewee. Any consumables which may be required for example, any printed ethics forms or consent forms or postage costs if they are unable to be given in person, any refreshments also needed to be considered in the budget.

Equipment prices also need to be accounted for such as the voice recorder, computer, and software. Room hires also needs to be considered to ensure that the space is controlled and the same for each participant.    
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